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Whither Borderlands History?
A Review Essay
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Students of the Hispanic Southwest include an arraY'of historiims whose
interest run the gamut from those who specialize in·Spain'ii).·,Ameiica,
in Mexico in the Borderlands, and even in Mexican'Americans in the
southwestern United States. Running down the 2hhdition of scholarship in each of these respective areas is a difficult chore, even if one
has a serious interest in fhe three. Giving readers a survey of the myriad
questions, issues, and problems of current concern to those,'interested
in the field of the Hispanic Southwest is among David J. Weber's 'contributions in Myth and the History of the Hispanic Southwest. This collection of Weber's wide-ranging essays makes for a convenient encapsulation
of the current state of "Borderlands history."
Four of the essays were Weber's Calvin Horn Lectures given at
the University of New Mexico in 1987. Weber's conceptualization of
. Borderlands history as embracing the span of centuries between the
time of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca and past the Treaty of Guadalupe
Hidalgo of 1848 was not always in vogue among historians of the
Hispanic Southwest. Until the 1950s, those who gave substance to
Borderlands scholarship followed the lead of the field's founder, Herbert E. Bolton. Given the racial attitudes of the age, Spaniards seemed
these writers' natural subjects. Mexicans in the Southwest, and Mexican·
1
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Americans especially, had left practically no imprint on the history of
the region. What deserved attention for those writing under Bolton's
mentorship were heroic figures and the high drama of exploration and
international rivalry in which the Spanish empire engaged. The history
of the Hispanic Southwest, therefore, revolved around the epic struggles of the Spaniards who left a legacy of myth, romance, epic adventure, and a useable past.
Borderlands history has departed from that tradition, Weber holds,
to assume fresh approaches, integrate new techniques, .and to consider
reinterpretation and even self-analysis. Currently debated, for example, are questions regarding the definition of Borderlands history. Time
has acted not to bring consensus on this point but rather to fragment
it. Thus, scholars presently face disagreement over the question of what
regions comprise the Borderlands. Does Borderlands history embrace
the southeastern part of the United States, which at one time belonged
to Spain (Louisiana to Florida), or should it be restricted to the southwestern United States? What are the spatial boundaries of the topic?
Should it be restricted only to those territories within the contemporary
boundaries of the United States or should it extend to Mexico's northern states? Further preoccupying scholars is the issue of time parameters. Must Borderlands history stop in 1821 when the Spanish empire
ended in the Borderlands (as Bolton believed that it should), or might
it extend to cover the Mexican frontier up to 1848, or perhaps even
Chicano history, which has its beginnings following the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo when Mexicans in the region became American citizens?!
Weber takes up these questions with familiar erudition. He explicates that the term Borderlands has "different meaning to different constituencies" (p. 73). Practitioners include those who focus on Louisiana
and Florida, though the trend is toward limiting the territoriality of
Borderlands study to Texas and west to the Pacific. While the current
line of thinking tends to limit Borderlands history to north of a line
somewhere along the present-day border between Mexico and the United
States, there are those who argue in favor of expanded definitions to
take in Latin American history and even "Hawaii, Guam, and the
Philippine Islands."2 Some of those writing the history of Chicanos
L Western historians have debated the place of Chicano history in their study of
the West, but largely ignored it. An exception that incorporates it effectively into the
larger story is Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the
American West (New York: W. W. Norton, 1987).
2. Donald C. Cutter, "The Western Spanish Borderlands," in Michael P. Malone,
ed., Historians and the American West (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983), 42.
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reject any meaningful continuities with Spanish colonial history, but
others find the history of Mexican Americans a logical extension of it.
Authorities such as Donald E. Worcester argue that the Borderlands .
field should expand its time-frame to cover Puerto Ricans, Cubans,
and Mexicans in contemporary society. The question of what comprises
Borderlands studies remains unresolved, but as Weber puts it, "those
definitional problems are spatial and temporal more than methodological or interpretive" (p. 75).
Inherent in the history of the Borderlands are numerous myths,
and Weber thinks,enough of their significance in Hispanic southwestern history to write three essays explicitly on the subject,3 But the
questions Weber poses on the place of myths in Borderlands history
are as significant as other questions he applies to other subjects. Why
did the Spaniards (among them Coronado, Columbus, and Onate)
believe so faithfully in myths, he wonders, but more appropriately,
what roles did myths 'play in early Borderlands history? Why have
American· citizens themselves persisted in their romantic beliefs concerning the events that surround the Battle of the Alamo? What accounts for the perpetuation of myths and stereotypes such as those
which white men formed in their relations with Mexican Americans in
the Hispanic Southwest during the nineteenth century?
Here Weber is on familiar turf as a revisionist. Spaniards had every
reason to believe in the existence of riches, given the oral traditions
and books of the age (not to mention the examples of Hernan Cortes
and Francisco Pizarro). But more apropos to Borderlands studies, those
myths stimulated the first explorations of the Hispanic Southwest by
literate Europeans; in their wake, these entradas left much to posterity.
Among the remains of these expeditions motivated by sixteenth-century myths are Coronado's valuable records of the early ethnology and
ecology of the Southwest and the accounts of the explorers' quests,
which are still debated in the literature and at symposia.
Many of the stories of the Alamo to which Texans hold fast, Weber
declares, are in fact myths. He debunks those beliefs, borrowing from
the significant research of revisionists such as Susan Prendergast
Schoelwer and Paul Andrew Hutton. William B. Travis, Weber maintains, probably did not draw a line on the earth and utter the famous
speech asking those willing to commit certain suicide to cross it: Nor
does it appear that Davy Crockett died "fighting like a tiger killing
3. Using the term "myth" in the book's title gives a deceptive impression, however,
because the nine essays comprising the text are wide-ranging and deal with "myths"
more implicitly than explicitly.
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An imaginative depiction of the Alamo from McClure's magazine (1902).

Mexicans with his bare hands." Rather he seems to have been captured
and swiftly executed by orders of Santa Anna.
In the essay treating the stereotyping of Mexicans in the nineteenth-century Hispanic Southwest, Weber takes issue with the Anglo
attitudes toward the pobladores. He proposes explanations for the Anglos' negative perceptions of Mexicans, including psychological reasons for the creation of stereotypes.
Do old interpretive insights retain the influence of yesteryear, Weber muses in some of the historiographical essays? Only in modified
form, he answers. The popular interpretations surrounding the fall of
the Alamo may be considered discreciited, though he warns that more
"ink remains to be spilled" over the episode (p. 133).4 And, did Fray
Marcos de Niza come within sight of efbola in 1539? That remains
unanswered at present while historians have shifted their attention to
other aspects of the expedition, such as the route Niza took into the
Southwest or which Zuni village Fray Marcos saw.
4. A recent contribution is Ben H. Procter, The Battle of the Alamo (Austin: Texas State
Historical Association, 1986). See also Susan Prendergast Schoelwer with Tom W. Glaser,
Alamo Images: Changing Perceptions of a Texas Experience (Dallas: DeGolyer Library and
Southern Methodist University Press, 1985).
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Weber is more the professor, however, in taking up fresher topics
in Borderlands historiography; especially the roles played in Borderlands studies by the "giants" in frontier history-namely Frederick
Jackson Turner, Herbert E. Bolton, and John Francis Bannon. How
have historians utilized Turner's frontier thesis in interpreting the frontier experience of Spaniards and Mexicans as they pushed northward
from New Spain? What of Bolton, the "Father of Borderlands Study"?
Is his influence in the historiography of the Southwest as pervasive as
when he trained 104 Ph.D.s at Berkeley in his famous "Round Table"
seminar? Lastly, what imprint has the work of Bannon, the Jesuit historian from St. Louis University and the recognized successor to Bolton,
left on the writings of the Hispanic Southwest? Is the Bolton-Bannon
school, with its pro-Spanish sympathies and triumphalist bias, still a
force to be reckoned with?
In answering these questions, Weber displays his mastery of the
vast literature on the Borderlands. In the main, he explains, Turner's
influence on Borderlands historiography has been minimal. Even Bolton, who did his master's degree under Turner at Wisconsin, did not
attempt to apply the Turner thesis to the Hispanicfrontier. As Weber
reasons, "Bolton's published work suggests that he was far more interested in the impact of Spaniards on the frontier than in the influence
of the frontier on Spaniards" (p. 36). To Bolton and his students the
Hispanic frontier differed from Turner's West. Whereas the American
frontier encouraged initiative, individual liberty, and self-government,
Spanish absolutism stifled such traits, it was thought. Apparently, none
of Bolton's students explicitly applied the Turner thesis to the SpanishAmerican frontier, nor has the new generation of Borderlanders. Comparativists, anthropologists, and some social historians using quantitative techniques, however, have used Turner's ideas to elucidate the
understanding of the Borderlands.
What of the Bolton school? How has it fared? According to Weber,
the death in 1986 of Bannon, Bolton's most informed spokesperson,
may have marked the end of an era in the study of the Spanish Borderlands. Bannon was among the last of the Boltonians, emulating
Bolton by extolling the virtues of the Spaniards' achievements in the
Southwest-among them the herculean work of the friar~in efforts
to balance an Anglophile explanation of early American history. B~t
such an interpretation had "run in the opposite" direction of historical
writings appearing by the 1950s. Bannon's approach lost influence to
newer trends infiltrating the field and to the debates over definitions. 5
5. Writings that honor John Francis Bannon's pro-Spanish approach continue to
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Military,plaza, San Antonio, Texas, from an 1853 drawing by Arthur Schott.
From William H. Emory, Report on the United States and Mexico Mexican Boundary
Survey (1857).

Younger writers pointed to the less flattering aspects of the Spanish
colonial experience and began using fresher techniques in their inquiries into Borderlands history. Practitioners took to infighting concerning the aforementioned questions over territoriality, time-spans,
and borders. Confusion arose over what term to use for Spanish Borderlands; "Hispanic Southwest," the "Greater Southwest," and "the far
northern frontier of New Spain" are among proposed labels. But while
Bannon's influence waned, the field so dear to him was energized by
these newer questions, by interdisciplinary approaches, and by selfscrutiny. In Weber's estimation, "John Francis Bannon would have
approved of the field's new directions" (p. 88).
Most meaningful in Myth and the History of the Hispanic Southwest
are the questions Weber raises about a time period in which he is
trailblazer: specifically, the Mexican frontier era, 1821-1846. What occurred in the Hispanic Southwest to loosen Mexico's grip on the Borderlands and allow the United States to take the region almost effortlessly
in 1846? Weber dismisses the traditional interpretation-that because
appear. See Gilbert R. Cruz, Let There Be Towns: Spanish Municipal Origins in the American
Southwest, 1610-1810 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1988).
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Mexico lacked foresight or concern about the frontier it neglected the
region and was thus in no position to defend it from American armies.
He asks instead: what were the dynamics of Mexican society and institutions in the Borderlands that allowed Mexican frontiersmen to
"acquiesce" in the conquest? Further, what role did U.s. citizens play
in undermining Mexico's grip on the frontier? Did American economic
activities in the Hispanic Southwest before 1846 Americanize Mexican
economic life? Did the American presence disrupt relations with the
Indians to the extent that by 1846 the pobladores would have preferred
the American military protecting them instead of a Mexican military
that seemed unable and unwilling to engage hostile Indians on the
frontier?
First, Weber admonishes, the historiography of the era is "askew."
It is unbalanced because some areas of the region have received greater
attention than others. It is ethnocentric because the United States is
depicted as a dominant player in the region (most of the works on the
Mexican frontier, Weber finds, have been done by U.S. historians) ..
And, it is incomplete because numerous topics have yet to be carefully
researched. But Weber has forayed into ar~hival collections in Mexico,
investigated the valuable holdings of the major U.S. repositqries, reread primary materials to take a fresh look at events, re-examined
secondary works on the subject, and looked deeply into pertinent social
science literature to offer some explanation concerning the events that
unfolded along the frontier.
Newer answers follow. The Republic of Mexico, between the time
of independence and the Mexican War, faced extraordinary internal
problems that frustrated not only efforts at implementing political,
economic, and social changes, but also hindered the attention Mexico
needed to give her remote frontier. The struggle between Federalists
and Centralists, for one thing, did little for the frontiersmen in the far
north who wanted autonomy from the government in Mexico City. In
addition, the liberals' stance toward the Catholic Church weakened the
link clergymen historically had maintained between New Spain and
the Borderlands. Further, Mexico City's willingness to forego the task
of engaging the indios btirbaros on the northern frontier made the pobladores question the priorities of the government. Finally, a weak Mexican economy could not seduce frontiersmen as did the more profitable
U.S. economy to which the northerners turned for better opportunities.
As to the American role in the region, Weber argues in a provocative explanation that U.s. citizens contributed much toward undermining Mexican rule in the far north. In his view, "the westward thrust
of economic activity and population from the United States began to
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Americanize Mexican frontier society and culture well before the American military conquest of the region" (p. 112). By the 1820s, Americans
were active in the Borderlands peddling manufactured goods for such
items as existed in the Mexican north as beaver and sea otter. Equally .
influential in the sabotaging of northern Mexico were the unscrupulous
traders from the United States who exchanged guns, ammunition,
whiskey, and other goods for anything that the indios barbaros could
steal from the settlers. This situation not only alienated the pobladores
from Mexican rule, but the alliance between traders and Indians incidentally furthered the region's gravitation toward the American commercial orbit. .Demographic pressures from American settlers pushing
westward, furthermore, displaced Indian tribes from their former lands
and forced them to live from raiding the Hispanic settlements.
For Weber, therefore, more attention should be directed at the
community of pobladores in the Hispanic Southwest so as to determine
why they did not "resist the American invaders" in 1846. For him, the
Mexican frontiersmen had undergone a pattern of change similar to
that experienced by other frontier residents. In this analysis, borrowed
from anthropologist Owen Lattimore's own studies of border populations, the Mexican pobladores held "ambivalent loyalties" due to their
developing ties with the American economy, the neglect of the central
government, the extreme distance from the nation's core, and to the
regionalism that developed over time.
In focusing on the "community" of pobladores, Weber is in step
with directions pursued in the related field of Chicano history (Weber
has more than a passing interest in the subject, having produced several
studies on the topic), which concentrates more on "the people" instead
of institutions such as missions and presidios, the noble figures who
claimed the Borderlands for Spain, or great events. But what is the
place of Chicano history in the study of the Borderlands? If MexicanAmerican history begins with 1848 when the pobladores of Mexico's
Southwest became Americans, does it not logically belong in American
history? Would Bolton and Bannon approve of extending the traditional
chronological limits of what they conceived as comprising Borderlands
history? Do those who write Chicano history seek a niche in the venerable school? There are several affinities between the two fields. Both
treat the history of the Spanish-speaking peoples who trace their culture to the Iberian peninsula and to the indigenous people of Mexico.
As noted, established authorities in Borderlands history approve extending the Bolton-Bannon time demarcation, and apparently, the advice has been heeded.
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But a definitive agreement has yet to be reached. Chicano historians themselves shy away from identifying their new field with the
Borderlands school (although they do not reject a connection). For one
thing, it pits their basic sympathies with the mixed-blood 'ipeopJe"
against the arrogance of the Spanish crown, the conquistadores, and the
Catholic Church. Then, too, Borderlands historiography has focused
on Spanish institutions whiie Chicanohistory has dealt with Mexicanos
operating within American traditions. The pobladores of the pre-1848
Hispanic Southwest owed their allegiance to Spain or Mexico; the Chicano experience has been molded by a way of life in the United States.
Additionally, most Chicano historians were not trained in the old
entrenched tradition posited by Bolton and Bannon. Nor, for that matter, were they influenced by· such other figures as Turner, or, in the
case of Texas, Walter Prescott Webb, Eugene C. Barker, or Rupert N.
Richardson. 6 Several factors account for this. First; by the 1950s, the
influence of Turner, Bolton, Bannon, and Webb was on the. wane and
the "New Left" writings of the 1960s challenged the old guard's approaches and perceptions. Second, most Chicano scholars were trained
in the latter 1960s or after, by which time historiography was using
new approaches and techniques to study history "from the bottom
up. "7 Civil rights demonstrations, the dismantling of the Jim Crow
system of segregation in Texas, and the liberal ideas of the age influenced their orientation as well. Consequently, the cadre of Chicanoists
either found Turner, Bolton, and Bannon irrelevant to their writings
or consciously set out to take umbrage with the applicability of their
"elitist" interpretation to Chicanos.
An awkward relationship, therefore, exists between practitioners
6. The same applies to western history. Frederick Jackson Turner had no impact on
how western historians see ethnic groups. See Limerick, Legacy of Conquest, 254.
7. Before the 1970s, aspiring Mexican-American historians were discouraged from
going into Mexican-American history on the supposition that Mexic.ans in the United
States "had no history." Instead, they were channeled into Borderlands or Latin American
history, where, in the 1970s, they either remained or made the transition into Chicano
history.
Chicano quantifiers who have studied New Mexico, for example, focus on people,
not the institutions or the events Borderlanders emphasized. See Antonio Jose Rios.. Bustamante, "New Mexico in the Eighteenth Century: Life, Labor, and Trade in la Villa
de San Felipe de Albuquerque, 1706-1790," Azl/an, 7 (Fall 1976), 357-89; Janie Louise
Aragon, "The People of Santa Fe in the 1790s," Azl/an, 7 (Fall 1976), 391-417; Ramon
,Arturo Gutierrez, "Marriage, Sex, and the Family: Social Change in Colonial New Mexico, 1690-1846" (doctoral dissertation, University of Wisconsin, Madison, 1980); and
Deena Gonzalez, "The Spanish Mexican Women of Santa Fe: Patterns ()f Their Resistance
and Accommodation, 1820-1880" (doctoral dissertation, University of Gilifornia, Berkeley, 1986).
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of Borderlands history and their counterparts in Chicano history, something evident today on several fronts. In some cases, there is an unwritten rule that Borderlanders should end their study with the Spanish
or Mexican era, and the period after· should be left to Mexican Americanists. 8 At other times, Chicano historians have embraced both fields
to focus on a specific time frame, generally, the nineteenth century. 9
Then there are examples where Chicano historians themselves separate
the colonial, Mexican, and Chicano eras, yet feel comfortable writing
about each either independently or as a continuous subject. 1O Such a
tenuous kinship between Borderlands and Chicano historiography is
among the things Weber has in mind in explaining that by the 1950s,
Borderlands history "broke into parts that began to lose connection
with one another" (p. 63).
Further straining the relationship between the two is Borderlands
history's reputation for being composed, to paraphrase Jose Cuello, of
desert adventure stories, missionary chronicles, and institutional narratives. This negative perception is one of many such views held by
the general scholarly community. Borderlands history, consequently,
finds itself fighting for a respectable place in the academy.
In the 1980s, a number of things besides a staid reputation have
worked to weaken the status of Borderlands studies. The growing
interest in Latin American history following the Cuban revolution and
current events in Central America have influenced graduate students
to take up a broader field of study instead of confining themselves to
8. In the case of Arizona history, for example, James E. Officer ends his study of
Hispanic Arizona in 1856, while Thomas E. Sheridan begins his study of MexicanAmerican Tucsonenses in 1854. See James E. Officer, Hispanic Arizona, 1536-1856 (Tucson:
University of Arizona Press, 1987), and Thomas E. Sheridan, Los Tucsonenses: The Mexican
Community in Tucson, 1854-1941 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1986).
Similarly, in the current revision of The Handbook of Texas, there are advisory editors
for the Spanish and Mexican periods in Texas, while I have assumed the position of
advisory editor for the Chicano era, 1836 to the present.
9. Embracing both Hispanic and American New Mexico is Gonzalez, "Spanish Mexican Women of Santa Fe." Treating all three periods is John R. Chavez' The Lost Land:
The Chicano Image of the Southwest (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984).
10. For example, Gilberto Miguel Hinojosa, who deals with the Chicano era in A
Borderlands Town in Transition: Laredo, Texas, 1755-1870 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1983), is participating in a research project on colonia! Texas. See Gilberto
M. Hinojosa and Gerald E. Poyo, "Spanish Texas and Borderlands Historiography in
Transition: Implications for United States History," Journal of American History, 75 (Sep. tember 1988), 393-416. Similarly, Felix Almaraz, whose major works have been on pre1821 Texas history, is writing a biography of the twentieth-century historian Carlos E.
Castaneda, a Mexican-American scholar who contributed much to the Tejano civil rights
movement of the 1930s through the 1950s.
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by Carol Bryant Weber.

the Hispanic Southwest. Universities also have chosen to forego hiring
Borderlands historians in favor of "main-line" Latin Americanists, who
can teach Latin American history and, incidentally, touch on its peripheries, including the Borderlands. Arrogance on the part of American
historians also creates a bias against Borderlands history, for it is identified with regional history instead of American history. Such a prejudice
results in Texas history being perceived by Ivy Leaguers as regional
history, and the history of colonial Massachusetts enjoying a legitimate
place in American history generally. Then, the more "relevant" subject
of Mexican-American history has prompted universities to employ specialists in this field, who may, incidentally, also teach the history of
Spain in the U.S; Southwest.
As a consequence of the above. trends, major doctorate-granting
institutions have given the field a low priority, and the result has been
a reduction in the number of Borderlands specialists. Major universities, as noted, prefer not to hire Borderlands specialists, nor have they
turned to them to replace the old Boltonians when they retired. Thus,
there is a downward spiral that will work to thin the once formidable
army of Borderlanders, many of whom were trained by Bolton himself.
The above pattern is deceiving, however, in measuring the real
status of Borderland studies. Weber informs us of the impressive range
and quality of current works on Spanish colonial North America. Books
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and articles in the 1980s continue to introduce new themes and topics
and to touch on neglected areas such as science, urbanization, and.
ethnic groups. Meanwhile, scholars have produced new reference works
and valuable aids to archival collections. Those in the forefront of this
research include a dedicated group, which includes historians teaching
in small colleges, historians not affiliated with universities, foreign
scholars, and practitioners of other disciplines.
In addition, there exist healthy historiographical debates within
Borderlands studies, just as exist in other fields of American history. II
Specialists in western history, furthermore, have been compelled to
reconsider the relevance of the Borderlands to their field. 12 Then, too,
the upcoming Columbian Quincentenary may well create renewed interest in the historiography of Spain's northern American empire and
even spur a scholarly renaissance in the field.
The several articles contained in Myth and the History of the Hispanic
Southwest are indicative of the flavor David Weber has given Borderlands history. By example, he has managed to transcend chronological
borders, touching upon the post-1846 era in his early book Foreigners
in Their Native Land, giving Mexican Borderlands history a solid foundation in his prize-winning The Mexican Frontier, 1821-1846, and now,
he informs us, attempting a synthesis of the post-Bannon literature in
a forthcoming book on the pre-1821 Spanish period. 13 While his numerous works have pointed to new directions in Borderlands studies,
they are in keeping with the tradition of careful analysis and insightful
interpretations identified with Bolton and Bannon. As a major interpreter of the field's scholarship, Weber's works will become guides for
the future writing of Spanish, Mexican, and nineteenth-century Mexican-American history.

11. As one example, see James A. Sandos, "Junipero Serra's Canonization and the
Historical Record," American Historical Review, 93 (December 1988), 1253-69.
12. On similarities between the frontier movements of Spain, Mexico, and the United
States into the Hispanic Southwest, see "America the Borderland" in Limerick, Legacy of
Conquest, 222-58. Malone's HistorIans of the American West also heeds the link between
the West and the "Western Borderlands," but another scholar notes that "borderlands
studies have played an increasingly less significant role in Western studies and, in terms
of U.S. history in general, have been pushed to the fringe or even beyond the limits of
that field." See Roger L. Nichols, ed., American Frontier and Western .Issues: A Historiographical Review (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1986), 4.
13. David J. Weber, ed., Foreigners in Their Native Land: Historical Roots of the Mexican
Americans (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1973); David J. Weber, The
Mexican Frontier, 1821-1846: The American Southwest Under Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982).

